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HISTORICAL THINKING SKILLS: FINNISH HISTORY TEACHERS’ CONTENTMENT WITH THEIR NEW CURRICULUM 1​[1]​

Jukka Rantala and Najat Ouakrim-Soivio

The new Finnish National Core Curriculum for Basic Education emphasizes the acquisition of historical thinking skills. In this article, we present teachers’ perceptions about the objectives, content descriptions and assessment criteria expressed in the curriculum. We focus our study on teachers’ responses to the open-ended questions in an online survey carried out among history teachers in 2017. Only one-third of the respondents provided responses to the open-ended questions and those who did gave relatively short but overall negative remarks. According to respondents’ answers to the Likert scale statements, however, those who did not give written feedback had a more positive attitude towards the curriculum. In that respect, our study exposes Finnish teachers’ relative contentment with it. The written feedback reveals that few respondents complained about teaching historical thinking skills as the key objective in the curriculum.

Historical thinking is the interplay of substantive and procedural knowledge. Nevertheless, there is no consensus about the ideal proportion of content of history and skills. As Grant (2018: 425) states, ‘the discussed is largely artificial in practice: Skills–whether generic or discipline-specific, historical or pedagogical–are a means of learning content.’ In some contexts, the discussion is the other way around: the body of knowledge is a means to learn the form of the knowledge. Even though the content of history and historical thinking skills are interwoven in practice, in history curricula they are often represented detached from each other. Usually, one has more space that the other, and it relates to the dominant orientation of history teaching (see Seixas, 2000).
In Finland, the history curriculum for basic education has separate sections for the key content areas and the objectives. The skills are integrated into the latter. In the Finnish history curriculum, there are no equivalent mentions in the US’s Framework for Social Studies State Standards that content and skills ought to be considered to be of equal importance (see Grant, 2018). The new national curriculum for basic education (elementary and lower secondary education) emphasizes skill-based assessment criteria which imply that depth of thinking skills overrules breadth of content. 
In this article, we discuss Finnish history teachers’ contentment with the descriptions of historical content, historical thinking skills and the assessment criteria in the new National Core Curriculum for Basic Education (later shown as NCC). We will focus our study on teachers’ open-ended answers gathered with an online survey in 2017.

1.	The Changes in the Portrayal of Content in Finnish Curricula

Governments have used history teaching for nation-building purposes (e.g. Ahonen, 2017a; Grever & Stuurman, 2007; Symcox & Wilschut, 2009). That is clearly seen also in the Finnish context. Up until the late twentieth century, history teaching in Finland was to foster the great national narrative in which the era of pre-independence was seen as a development towards the national independence and the era of independence as a surviving struggle to maintain it. A sense of shared collective memory was promoted through the history curriculum. The focus was on national identity and significant national content was stressed (Rantala & Ahonen, 2015). Placing the emphasis on historical content was not only to promote patriotism but was also the way curriculum designers understood the importance of substantive knowledge. The definition of the content offers a vision about certain substantive historical knowledge belonging to the general knowledge that all students must master to achieve basic cultural literacy (see Hirsch, 1988).
In Finland, the NCC has been updated approximately every ten years since the 1970s. The history curriculum of 1985 consisted mainly of a list of contents. The next core curriculum of 1994 gave enough space to the teaching tied to competence-based objectives. The emphasis on history teaching was henceforth on procedural knowledge instead of substantive knowledge. At that time, historical thinking skills were brought into the core of the history curriculum. When the contents of the core curriculum for basic education listed 164 items to be taught in 1985, the curriculum of 1994 gave teachers a free hand to choose the contents. The abandonment of prescribed contents for history made teachers into curriculum designers which was the central idea in the school-based curriculum work. However, not everyone appreciated the teachers’ new role (see Syrjäläinen, 1994; cf. Ormond, 2017).
Ten years later, content descriptions came back to the history curriculum. The national curriculum of 2004 specified 18 key content areas and 35 content descriptions in total. That meant that numerically, teachers had eight lesson hours for each piece of content. However, the latest curriculum which was published in 2014 reduced the number of key content areas to 11. In addition, the designers of the curriculum omitted more precise content definitions (see Appendix 1). Today, teachers have 24 lesson hours for each content area. The visible change compared with the previous curricula is realized in content descriptions which are less exact than they used to be but gives teachers leeway to promote historical thinking skills among their students.
According to the NCC, students developing a sense of identity is a goal that history teaching should promote. However, identity education has been based on supporting the students in building their personal cultural identity. The concepts of ‘national identity’ and ‘Finnish identity’ have been excluded from the national curriculum.
To summarize, the content domain descriptions have changed from an exact level to a more general level and the canon—the historical grand narrative, consisting of ‘selected figures, events, story lines, ideas and values, colligated by definite plots, perspectives and explanations’—has been excluded from the curriculum (see Stuurman & Grever, 2007: 3). Such crucial historical events as the Finnish civil war in 1918 or the Winter War against the Soviet Union in 1939–40 are not mentioned in the core curriculum. Nevertheless, this does not mean that content of this kind has been excluded from teaching – it means that the designers of the curriculum have left the decision about arranging their teaching to the teachers.

2.	The Emphasis on Historical Thinking Skills in the Core Curriculum

The concept of historical thinking skills means both specific skills such as interpreting sources, and broad-based approaches to understanding history, like causation. Thinking historically, students need intellectual tools which they ‘use to understand how the history they encounter came to be known as well as to create their own evidence-based interpretations’, as Linda Levstik and Stephen Thorton (2018: 474) describe it.
In Finnish basic education, historical thinking skills have been distributed across four territories: (a) significance, values, and attitudes, (b) acquiring information about the past, (c) understanding historical phenomena, and (d) applying historical knowledge. Each territory is further divided into subsections (see Appendix 2). Using substantive concepts is not included in the objectives of instruction in the curriculum.
Basically, the NCC describes skills in the same way as Seixas (1996) who list significance, epistemology and evidence, continuity and change, progress and decline, historical empathy, and empathy and moral judgment, although ‘empathy and moral judgement’ which is part of Seixas’ definition has not been included in the Finnish curriculum. Historical thinking skills are seen as broad-based approaches to understanding history but in the assessment criteria—which have a significant role in the Finnish core curriculum—the focus is on working with historical sources.
The curriculum guides teachers to teach three historical thinking heuristics used by historians: sourcing, contextualization, and corroboration (see Wineburg, 1991). Students are taught to identify the key elements of the authorship of sources, to bind them in time and space, and to compare them with one another. Therefore, the history core curriculum is based on the disciplinary way of thinking and inquiry.

3.	Survey of Teachers’ Contentment with Their New History Curriculum

The aim of our survey was to study how the aforementioned change from the content-based history teaching orientation towards the disciplinary history teaching has succeeded from the respondents’ way of thinking. The target group in our study was history teachers in basic school at lower secondary grades 7 to 9 (for those aged 13–15). A total of 177 basic school teachers completed the online questionnaire which was open for a month at the beginning of 2017. Our questionnaire reached about one-fifth of all Finnish lower secondary school history teachers (see Kumpulainen, 2014: 179, 193; Nissinen & Välijärvi, 2011: 53).
In the survey, our questions focused on the teaching and learning objectives of history in the national curriculum; whether they corresponded with the respondents’ own views about the objectives of history teaching. Teachers were also asked whether they thought that the descriptions of the contents were acceptable. In addition, the respondents were asked to give feedback to the designers of the curriculum.
The questions were formulated as statements and the respondents stated their views on a Likert scale from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). Three of the statements were directed at the objectives of history teaching, two to the content descriptions and three to the assessment criteria. To summarize our results, with the first two mentioned, teachers were rather pleased. For example, the statement ‘the objectives for history teaching defined in the NCC respond to my own perceptions of the aims of history education’, averaged 3.6 and the statement ‘there are enough key content areas in the NCC’ averaged 4.0 on the Likert scale. The statements concerning the assessment criteria were rated the lowest by the teachers. For example, the statement ‘the NCC gives enough guidance to assess students’ performance’ averaged 2.8 on the Likert scale. 
We studied more closely the mean scores given by those respondents who provided written feedback. In our analysis, we used typical quantitative methods – frequency distributions and measures of central tendency. Differences between two groups were analyzed using a one-way ANOVA test. If we found statistically significant differences between the two groups, we reported the effect size using Eta square (Cohen, 1988; Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2002).
It can be seen from Table 1 that those respondents who gave feedback chose the values of lower rank across the board than those who did not give feedback. The differences were statistically significant in the statement ‘the objectives for history teaching are expressed clearly in NCC’ (F = 7.548, df = 1; 175, p < 0.01). Whether the teacher wrote written feedback explained four per cent of the differences of the group in this statement. There was also a statistically very significant difference between those two groups in what school grade they gave for the NCC (F = 11.559, df = 1; 175, p < 0.001). Those teachers who gave written feedback graded the NCC averaged 7.2 (‘satisfactory’) and those who did not 7.8 (‘good’). The written feedback explained six per cent of the differences between the teacher groups mentioned earlier.

Table 1: 
Comparison between the mean scores of all respondents and the mean scores of those who gave written feedback
					
	Respondents	Respondents who gave written feedback
Objectives
The objectives for history teaching are expressed clearly in the NCC	3.6 (N=177)	3.5 (N=58) *
The level of requirement defined in the NCC is suitable	3.3 (N=177)	2.6 (N=58)
The objectives for history teaching defined in the NCC respond to my own perceptions of the aims of history education	3.6 (N=177)	3.1 (N=57)
Content
There are enough key content areas in the NCC for history	4.0 (N=173)	3.8 (N= 55)
The content areas defined in the NCC for history give a good starting point for planning the teaching	3.7 (N=174)	3.4 (N=56)
Assessment guidelines
In my opinion the criteria for good performance are aptly described in the NCC for compulsory schooling	3.5 (N=177)	3.0 (N=57)
The NCC gives enough guidance to assess students’ performance	2.8 (N=175)	2.5 (N=58)
Overall opinion about the NCC		
The NCC for history responds my opinion how the curriculum for history should be.	3.6 (N=172)	3.3 (N=57)
School grade for NCC
I will give a school grade for the NCC of history (4 = failed, 10 = excellent)	7.8 (N=177)	7.2 (N=58) **
*The difference between groups is statistically significant (p < 0.01)
**The difference between groups is statistically very significant (p < 0.001).

The quantitative results are not considered further in this article because the quantitative data were examined systematically and published elsewhere (see Rantala & Ouakrim-Soivio, 2018). This article discusses teachers’ responses to the open-ended questions of our survey.

4.	Analysis of Teachers’ Responses to Open-ended Questions

The respondents were not very eager to write answers to the open-ended questions. Besides expressing their views with Likert scale statements, only one-third of them, 58 teachers in total, wrote answers. Teachers’ answers were relative short, averaging 23 words. We used inductive content analysis to analyze them. As an outcome of our analysis, we formulated categories ‘general thoughts about the history curriculum’, ‘historical contents in the curriculum’, ‘the objectives of history teaching’, ‘the assessment of historical knowledge’ and ‘organizing history education’ that describe the respondents’ comments appropriate.

4.1 General Thoughts about the History Curriculum (23 answers)
The most answers concerned the general decisions made in the new core curriculum. Some of the respondents complained that the curriculum was difficult to understand, ambiguous, or too academic. ‘It is too technical in nature’, encapsulated one teacher. Another expressed mixed feelings: ‘The new curriculum has considered all sides and it tries to achieve good things, yet it is too complicated and academic to function in reality’. One respondent questioned teachers’ competence to fulfil extravagant plans. Overall, the responses included in this category were short.

4.2 Historical Contents in the Curriculum (20 answers)
Second most comments were directed at historical contents. In the 2014 NCC, the number of key content areas was reduced, and the master narrative of Finland and other Western countries abolished. The respondents were in favor of that decision. The debate of breadth versus depth was almost totally missing from teachers’ responses. One respondent wanted to have a different balance between historical thinking skills and substantive knowledge: ‘I understand the importance of skill-based objectives; however, the curriculum ignores historical contents almost totally.’ Only eight per cent of the respondents apprised that some significant key concept area was missing from the curriculum which indicates that most of the respondents were relatively satisfied with the decision concerning the key content areas.
However, some respondents expressed their fears concerning diminishing the ‘general knowledge’ when the curriculum stresses historical thinking skills. The others resisted content descriptions that were too loose: ‘The portrayal of the content is too loose to guide teachers in what they should teach.’ A few respondents demanded the reinclusion of chronology in the history curriculum.
Some respondents had clearly missed the idea of letting teachers decide how to structure their teaching. Seemingly the old tradition, in which historical contents were strictly outlined still has a strong effect on some teachers’ thinking, as can be seen from the following quotation.

The new history curriculum demands teaching too heavy a burden of contents. You will be in an appalling hurry if you try to teach all the content required by the curriculum. There are big and difficult issues to handle, for example, socialism, capitalism, liberalism, and both world wars.

However, teachers were not longing for the national canon. Only three respondents wrote about its absence from the curriculum.

4.3 The Objectives of History Teaching (10 answers)
The objectives of history teaching elicited only a few comments from the teachers. A couple of comments praised the decision to emphasize historical thinking skills more clearly than before. However, some respondents expressed their opinion that the disciplinary approach had gone too far already:

In my opinion, history teachers have low self-esteem. When some teachers of other subjects blame the study of history as being only rote learning, we jump from one extreme to the other. Now history learning focuses only on skills. When we emphasize the historical thinking skills, we don’t give enough ‘tools’ for using those skills. I’ll give an example. For skillful analysis of sources, you need to master the facts and structures connected with them. You have to understand the phenomena before analyzing the sources. 

Another respondent doubted students’ abilities to cope with skill-based studying.

The new curriculum aims at teaching historical science. What a beautiful thought from the academic spheres. Only a few lower secondary students are capable for that. Their literacy and reasoning skills are insufficient. It is impossible to raise students’ basic abilities to a level that they could use to analyze historical sources.

4.4 Assessment of Historical Knowledge (10 answers)
According to their views on the Likert scale statements, teachers were the most displeased with the assessment criteria expressed in the core curriculum. Nevertheless, they provided only a few comments concerning assessment. A couple of respondents complained that the assessment criteria were difficult to master and measure. Some respondents claimed them to be suitable for the university level, but not for the basic school level.

The objectives and assessment criteria are just high-flown phrases. They would be better suited to the university. At the moment, only one or two of my students would reach numerical grade 8 [‘good’].

4.5 Organizing History Education (14 answers)
Teachers’ answers concerning organizing history education were comprised of the comments about the number of lesson hours given to history instruction, the normative nature of the core curriculum and the lack of textbooks and in-service training. Because those issues are not connected directly with teachers’ satisfaction with their curriculum, we will not discuss them further in this article.
In sum, teachers’ written answers were negative overall. Few teachers demonstrated a positive attitude towards the curricular decisions. One of them wrote that the objectives in the curriculum are the kind he has been waiting for, for a long time. The other stated that historical thinking skills are represented better than ever. Supposedly, the negative responses are more common in surveys of this kind. Usually those who have a neutral or a positive attitude against the issue measured in surveys do not give feedback or respond to the open-ended questions because they are pleased or indifferent, as can be seen in our study (see Table 1). However, those who have a negative attitude usually want to have a change on the issue and they might see their responses as a way to reach it. An example of such hope can also be seen in our survey: ‘During the last ten years I have participated in several surveys like this, but my answers have never influenced anything. I suppose the same will happen this time.’

5.	Finnish Teachers’ Relative Contentment with Their Curriculum

One-fifth of Finnish history teachers in the lower secondary schools participated in our survey. The respondents could give their answers to Likert scale statements without answering the open-ended questions. It is worth noting that relatively large proportion (18.5%) of history teachers voluntarily responded to the survey but few of them answered the open-ended questions. The lack of response to the open-ended questions cannot be explained by respondents’ fatigue, because the survey was a relatively short one. There were only nine Likert scale statements. Therefore, relatively few answers might indicate teachers’ overall contentment with the curriculum. 
The results of our survey can be compared with similar studies elsewhere. For example, scholars in the UK (Harris & Burn, 2016; Harris & Graham, 2018) implemented studies with a research frame and data collections that are close to those we used in our study. In the study by Harris and Burn, the focus was on history teachers’ views on what substantive content young people should be taught, and in the Harris and Graham’s study on history teachers’ willingness to support curriculum change. It seems that particularly those teachers who were against the curriculum development participated in the survey and gave their comments. Only one-third of the respondents in our study gave feedback to the designers of the core curriculum whereas in the UK the proportion was two-thirds. In addition, the Finnish teachers’ responses were only one-fifth of the length compered their colleagues in the UK (see Harris & Burn, 2016). In that respect, our results can be interpreted as Finnish teachers’ relative contentment with their curriculum.
In Finland, teachers’ contentment with omitting the historical canon corresponds with the feedback of the 70 largest schooling providers (i.e. municipalities) gathered by the Finnish National Board of Education between 2012 and 2017. It indicates that most history teachers found the solutions satisfactory. This was also seen in the feedback collected by the Association of Teachers of History and Social Studies in Finland in 2013 (Pönni, 2013). Neither the working groups for implementing the local curriculum nor representatives of schools gave feedback about the absence of the historical canon (Rantala & Ouakrim-Soivio, 2018). The battle between breadth in content versus depth in thinking in the core curriculum ended with the victory of the latter. Historical canon no longer exists in the curriculum. In this respect, Finland is moving in a different direction from some post-communist countries of Eastern, Eastern Central and South Eastern Europe and some Western countries like Denmark, England and the Netherlands, which have returned to curricular canons (see Ahonen, 2017a; Grever, 2008; Harris & Burn, 2016).
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Appendix 1. Key Content Areas in the NCC of 2014

Key content areas related to the objectives of history in grades 4–6 (for those aged 10–12)

C1 Prehistoric era and the birth of civilization: The students learn about the lives of small human populations, the hunter-gatherer culture, the revolution of farming culture, and the birth of civilization. 
C2 Ancient times and the heritage of the classical period: The students learn about the dawn of democracy in Greece and the Roman society. The era is also examined from the perspective of the settlement of the Nordic countries. 
C3 Middle Ages: The students study the medieval worldview as well as cultural similarities and differences in the East and the West and their impacts on different groups of people. They learn about the dawn of the historical era in Finland and how Finland became part of Sweden. 
C4 The revolution of the modern times: The students are familiarized with changes that took place in science, arts, and people's beliefs. 
C5 Finland as a part of Sweden: The students learn about the development in Finland in the 17th and the 18th century.

Key content areas related to the objectives of history in grades 7–9 (for those aged 13–15)

C1 The origins and development of the industrial society: The students familiarize themselves with a phenomenon that has changed the lives of human beings and the relationship between humans and nature as well as the world. 
C2 People changing the world: The students familiarize themselves with social ideologies, their significance and consequences as well as how people have been able to make an impact in their time. 
C3 Creating, building, and defending Finland: The students familiarize themselves with the significance of culture for building identity during the time of autonomy and with the beginnings of independent Finland. 
C4 The era of great wars: The students familiarize themselves with the World Wars, the Cold War and surviving a war, particularly from the viewpoint of ordinary people and human rights issues. The students learn about crimes against humanity, such as the Holocaust and other forms of persecution as well as the promotion of human rights. 
C5 Building the welfare state: The students explore the history of everyday life and the origins of the current way of life in Finland. In addition to benefits development has brought the individual, the students learn about the change in the economic structure, service professions becoming more commonplace, as well as urbanization. 
C6 The origins of the world politics of today: The students explore the shared history of developed and developing countries and the origins of new kinds of political tensions in the world as well as solutions for them.

Appendix 2. Objectives and Assessment Criteria in the NCC of 2014

Table 2:
Assessment criteria for history at the end of grade 6 for a verbal assessment describing good knowledge and skills/numerical grade eight (National Board of Education 2014, 298–9)

The objective of the instruction of history is	Knowledge and skills for numerical grade 8
Significance, values, and attitudes 
to guide the student to become interested in history as a field of knowledge and a subject that builds his or her identity	The development of the student's motivation is not used as a basis for grade formulation. The students are guided in reflecting on their experiences as a part of self-assessment.
Acquiring information about the past 
to guide the student to recognize different sources of history	The student is able to search for historical information in different sources with guidance.
to guide the student to notice that historical information can be interpreted in different ways	The student is able to tell facts from interpretations.
Understanding historical phenomena
to help the student to understand different ways of dividing history into eras and using the related historical concepts	The student recognizes the main ways of structuring time in history and is able to give examples of typical features of societies in different times and different eras.
to guide the student to understand the motives of human activity	The student is able to put himself or herself in the position of a person of the past and to describe the motivations of his or her actions.
to help the student to perceive different reasons for historical events and phenomena and their consequences	The student recognizes and is able to give examples of causal relationships of historical phenomena.
to help the student to identify changes in the history of his or her family or community and to understand how the same changes may have meant different things to different people	The student is able to describe changes and explain why change does not equal progress. Using some examples, the student is able to describe how the same change has had a different meaning for different people and groups.
Applying historical knowledge 
to guide the student to propose reasons for changes	The student is able to describe the main features of the causal relationships of some historical phenomena.
to instruct the student to explain how interpretations may change as a consequence of new sources or new ways of examining them	Using some examples, the student is able to explain why the same event or phenomenon may be interpreted in different ways.
to guide the student to explain human activity	The student is able to describe the studied event or a phenomenon from the point of view of different actors.

Table 3:
Final assessment criteria for good knowledge and skills in history (numerical grade 8) at the end of basic education (National Board of Education 2014, 503–4)

The objective of the instruction of history is	Knowledge and skills for the grade 8
Significance, values, and attitudes
to strengthen the student's interest in history as a field of knowledge and as a subject that builds his or her identity	Not used as a principle for grade formulation. The student is guided in reflecting on his or her experiences as a part of self-assessment.
Acquiring information about the past
to activate the student to acquire historical information from diverse age-appropriate sources and to evaluate their reliability	The student is able to search for information from different historical sources of information and detects differences in their reliability.
to help the student understand that historical information can be interpreted in different ways	The student is able to read and interpret different sources.
Understanding historical phenomena
to strengthen the student's ability to understand historical time and the related concepts	The student is able to place the studied topics into their temporal contexts and thus in a chronological order.
to guide the student in understanding factors that have influenced human actions and decision-making in different historical situations	The student is able to put himself or herself in the position of a person of the past and to describe the motivations of his or her actions.
to help the student to consider different reasons for historical events and phenomena	The student is able to separate factors explaining historical events or phenomena from less important factors.
to guide the student to analyze historical change and continuity	The student is able to explain why in some spheres of life, people once acted differently than people act today and in other spheres in a similar way.
Applying historical knowledge
to encourage the student to make interpretations	The student knows how to form his or her own justified interpretation is able to form justified interpretations of historical events.
to guide the student to explain the intentions of human activity	The student is able to describe the intentions of human activity.
to guide the student to explain why historical information can be interpreted and used differently in different situations and to critically evaluate the reliability of interpretations	The student is able to evaluate the reliability of interpretations of historical events or phenomena.
to guide the student in developing his or her competence in using a variety of sources, comparing them, and forming his or her own justified interpretation based on those sources	The student is able to answer questions about the past by using information he or she has obtained from different sources.
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